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Abstract 
This article is concerned with developing an understanding of the careers of women managers in China. Existing 
literature suggests that while women in China are comparatively well represented in management roles, they face 
distinctive pressures and barriers to their progress arising from entrenched patriarchal and collectivist aspects of 
the Chinese cultural tradition. However, little is known about how these aspects impact on women’s orientations 
towards their careers and to what extent influential Western career theories are adequate in interpreting their 
experience. Drawing on interviews with 20 women managers in China, the article interprets women’s orientations 
towards their careers in relation to their adherence to traditional gender roles and collectivist values. Using this 
framework, a fourfold taxonomy is developed which identifies “Conformist”, “Revolutionary”, “Soloist” and 
“Dissident” orientations. The article suggests that Western career theories fail to capture the collective dimension, 
and thus do not account fully for the range of experience and orientations of Chinese women managers that are 
captured in the taxonomy. Implications, both practical and theoretical, are discussed. Recommendations are also 
made as to how management and career development policies might be developed in organizations in China in 
order to address the diverse needs and preferences of women managers. 
 
Introduction 
This paper provides an interpretation and analysis of the career experiences of women 
managers in China. Whilst there is a developing literature on the position of women in the 
Chinese labor market and the factors that influence their progress (e.g. Cooke, 2003, 2010; 
Leung, 2002; Maurer-Fazio, Connelly, Chen & Tang, 2011), comparatively little is known about 
how Chinese women managers understand their careers, and how they respond to the 
opportunities and barriers that they face. As a number of authors have pointed out (Adya, 
2008; Sullivan & Baruch, 2009; Tu, Forret & Sullivan, 2006), this represents a significant gap in 
the literature, and one that has been difficult to address given the difficulties for Western 
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scholars in gaining access to Chinese women managers and securing their trust (Tu et al., 2006). 
As a consequence, there is a limited understanding of how best to support women’s progress in 
management in China and of the applicability of Western career theory in understanding and 
informing this process. 
In this paper we seek to address these limitations through an analysis of the results of 
interviews with 20 women managers in China. In doing so, we give voice to Chinese women’s 
perspectives on life and career. Our first aim is to provide an interpretation of these and 
suggest an explanation for the variety that we found. This interpretation is rooted in the 
distinctive – and changing – cultural context in China. Specifically, we examine how women’s 
career orientations are influenced by two parameters – the extent to which they commit to 
individualist or collectivist values, and the degree to which they accept or challenge traditional 
gender roles. Our second aim, drawing on this, is to develop a taxonomy of career orientations 
of Chinese women managers and an analytical framework for analyzing and interpreting them, 
which will be useful for future research and policy development. Our final aim is to reflect on 
the extent to which the approach of current Western career theory is equipped to address the 
range of career experiences and orientations captured in the taxonomy, and to suggest how 
this might be developed to become appropriate for the Chinese context.  
The article starts by reviewing the position of women in the Chinese labor market and the 
(changing) cultural, economic and social context that impacts on this. This provides the context 
for the subsequent analysis and interpretation of our findings, and the development of the 
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taxonomy. We conclude with reflections on how career theory might be developed in the light 
of our analysis, and with suggestions for future research and management practice. 
Women in the Chinese Economy 
There is long-standing recognition that women in China hold a subordinate position in 
employment (Dong, Macphail, Bowles & Ho, 2004; Zhang, 2012), one they share with women in 
Western societies. However, patterns of women’s employment are not directly equivalent to 
those in the West and the underlying reasons are often different. The familiar Western pattern 
of occupational segregation (Kirton and Greene, 2010), both vertical (between organizational 
levels) and horizontal (between occupations), is present in China. Women and men cluster in 
gender-typed occupations (Dong et al., 2004); women are less likely to be found in the higher 
paid professions (for example, manager, lawyer, IT specialist) and sectors (Cooke, 2010; Wei, 
2011) and are disproportionally found in lower-level positions (for example, production worker, 
secretary, cleaner) within (Leung, 2002; Wei, 2011). However, the evidence suggests that 
segregation is less marked than in the West and lower than in other Asian societies (Cooke, 
2010). The gender wage gap – typically reported as being between 20 and 30 percent (Cooke, 
2001; Zhang & Dong, 2008) – is also similar to that in many Western societies, although again 
low by global standards (Maurer-Fazio & Hughes, 2002). The participation rate of women in the 
Chinese economy – 44.8 percent of the workforce (White Paper: Gender Equality in China, 
2005) – is much higher than the global average; over 80 percent of women in all age groups 
between 20 and 50 years work, compared with a world average of 55.2 percent (Cooke, 2005). 
Similarly, more than 90 percent of women of childbearing age are in employment, as Chinese 
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women are much more likely to remain economically active over this period than those in many 
Western economies (Cook & Dong, 2011; Cooke, 2003). Three main factors have been 
identified as underlying these patterns: traditional values in Chinese society; the legacy of state 
socialism; and the impact of market reforms. We consider each in turn.  
Traditional Chinese cultural values have historically subordinated women and excluded them 
from public life (Kitching, 2001; Liu, Dong & Zheng, 2010; Omar & Davidson, 2001). There are 
two main aspects. Firstly, China is a patriarchal society, i.e. one with “… a system of social 
structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women” (Walby, 1989: 
214) in which women are subject to powerful gendered ideologies (Ebrey, 2003; Granrose, 
2007). This patriarchal system, drawing on Confucian values, prescribes for women a role that is 
socially inferior to men (Eagly, Wood & Diekman, 2000). Women’s social development is also 
shaped by the requirement to aspire to a set of desirable characteristics, Yin: lowly, lacking 
initiative, servile, obedient, obligated and less intelligent (than men) (Ban, 2003). The influence 
of Confucian values (in particular) on gender roles remains prevalent (Chou, Fosh & Foster, 
2005; Leung, 2003; Maurer-Fazio & Hughes, 2002; Patrickson, 2001) and the pressure to 
conform to social norms is considerable. Secondly, China is a strongly collectivist society (Ho & 
Chiu, 1994; Kim & Markus, 1999; Triandis, 1995; Yang, 1988) which prioritizes the needs of the 
group over those of the individual (Yu & Yang, 1994). Within the family, these forces interact in a 
form of family collectivism, with a man at the head. A woman’s primary role is to support male 
members in the family by attending to domestic work and by bearing and rearing children. The 
collectivist doctrines prioritize the promotion of the husband and his family’s welfare (Liu et al., 
2010; Yu & Yang, 1994) over a woman’s own career (Granrose, 2007).  
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The Communist government espoused a strong commitment to gender equality (Loscocco & 
Bose, 1998), with women and men regarded as equal contributors to production. This was 
supported with practical measures to enable women’s engagement with paid work, such as the 
direct employment of women by the state and provision of childcare (Cooke, 2001; Croll, 1978; 
Keith, 1997). The legacy of this is the high participation rate of women in full-time work. The 
legacy of this is the high participation rate of women in full-time work. However, more emphasis 
was placed on enabling women to do paid work than on enforcing anti-discriminatory measures 
that might improve women’s prospects once in employment (Cooke, 2001, 2010). Further, 
women were predominantly allocated by the state to supportive roles (Loscocco & Bose, 1998) 
to suit their perceived Yin characteristics, entrenching patterns of gender segregation. In 
addition women, like many elsewhere, experienced the dual burden of full-time employment 
and the majority of unpaid work in the home. 
The impact of market reforms on the labor market position of women has been mixed. The 
operation of a competitive labour market and inward investment have undoubtedly provided 
opportunities for women (and men) (Berik, Dong & Summerfield, 2007). The dissemination of 
Western models of HRM (Cao & Hu, 2007; Cooke, 2005; Cooke & Rowley, 2010; Warner, 2005), 
incorporating an emphasis on formal equality, ought to offer some protection from 
discrimination. However, other developments are less positive. Firstly, there is evidence that 
women are becoming more segregated into lower paid sectors of the economy, contributing to 
the widening gender pay gap (Berik et al., 2007; Dong et al., 2004; Liu, Meng & Zhang, 2000; 
Shu, 2005; Wei, 2011; Zhang, Han, Liu & Zhao, 2008). Secondly, state support for women’s 
employment through provision of social care has declined (Berik et al., 2007; Cook & Dong, 
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2011), putting pressure on the dual-earner model and women’s participation (Liu et al, 2010). 
Thirdly, the protection of women from discrimination has lessened further with the 
liberalization of the economy, where more women have become remote from the protection of 
the state as an employer (Cooke, 2001; Leung, 2003). Recent evidence suggests that 
employment discrimination is commonplace (Woodhams, Xian and Lupton, 2009) and that 
women are more likely to be laid off and obliged to enter informal sectors of the economy 
where protection and support are lower still (Berik et al., 2007; Cook & Dong, 2011; Cooke, 
2010). 
Relatively little is known about the careers of women managers in China. Chinese women are 
better represented in management than their Western counterparts (Grant Thornton, 2011), a 
legacy of high labor market participation and formal equality in education and employment. 
However, like Western women managers, they progress less well than their male equivalents 
(Leung, 2002). Cooke (2003: 330) reports women managers having, “… ‘second-class’ careers, 
which advance more slowly and disjointedly than those of men.” There is evidence to suggest 
that the underlying assumptions of management promotability in China revolve largely around 
“male” values and characteristics (Nolan, 2010) which, as in the West, may marginalize those 
(often women) who are perceived to be unable to comply with these norms. Within this 
broader context, two specific issues have been identified as having impact on women 
managers’ careers in China. 
The first is the existence of traditional patriarchal discourses around women’s “commitment” to 
career over other life-goals and their suitability for management roles. These are familiar in 
western societies, with women often subordinating their careers to those of their husbands 
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(Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005); however, in China this has a distinctive collectivist aspect. Women 
in traditional Chinese society have less access to the countervailing individualist discourses 
(arising from feminism or notions of self-realization) which may legitimize alternative life 
courses (Croll, 1978; Lin, 2003). Similarly, the expectation that women sacrifice their careers to 
undertake childcare/eldercare arises in the West primarily from gendered role expectations and 
gender differences in earning power (Bielby & Bielby, 1992). In China it is also underpinned by a 
distinctive cultural requirement to prioritize the collective over the individual, and a specific 
requirement for a woman to serve the collective needs of her husband’s wider family over her 
own (Leung, 2002; Liu et al., 2010). Managerial roles present an additional challenge to cultural 
conceptions of women’s appropriate place, as they cut directly across Yin notions of obedience 
and servility. Women who take on these roles may face criticism for rejecting their prescribed 
social role, for subverting the gender order (Lupton & Woodhams, 2006) or for neglecting their 
family; or they may be regarded as unfeminine “iron women” (Xiao-tian, 1992).  
The second issue is access to contacts and networks. This is known to be a barrier for Western 
women (Mavin, 2000), but has additional significance within the system of informal 
relationships – Guanxi – which is an important source of social capital in China (Bu & Roy, 2008; 
Leung, 2002; Park & Luo, 2001). Acquiring Guanxi can be difficult for women. The requirement 
to devote time to family presents a practical barrier (Leung, 2002). The relative lack of women 
senior managers means that there are fewer networks of power for women to draw on, and 
there is evidence of a reluctance to include such women in networks (Bu & Roy, 2008), 
compounding the isolation of senior women (Cooke, 2003; Leung, 2002). Relationships with 
senior (and other) men present a difficulty for women in China (Leung, 2002), “where it is 
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almost taboo for a man and a woman to form a close working relationship” (Cooke, 2003: 330). 
Rumors of adultery can ruin the careers of both parties (Yang, 1996) and there still exists a 
strong belief amongst many Chinese women that it is not appropriate for a woman to go out on 
a business trip with a male who is not her husband (Connelly, Roberts & Zheng, 2010). 
Western Career Theory and its Applicability to Chinese Women Managers 
Until recently, the idea of applying Western career theory to China would have been 
questionable. People’s careers under communism were directed by the state through the 
allocation of job roles within state-controlled enterprises, so Western ideas of individuals 
developing their own career trajectories were alien. Indeed there is, arguably, no directly 
equivalent word for “career” (in the Western, individual sense) in Chinese; the nearest 
equivalent emphasizing rather contribution to communism and social improvement. Recently, 
the term zhi ye sheng ya has become prevalent (Xue, 2006), capturing the more individual 
dimension of careers in post-reform China. 
Western career theories have developed over the last 30 years in ways which enable them to 
recognize and account for the career experiences of women (Powell & Mainiero, 1992). The 
focus has shifted from the male breadwinner and the linear, stable, continuous career, and 
there has been explicit recognition of the distinctive contexts and relationships that impact on 
women’s career decisions (Gilligan, 1982; Powell & Mainiero, 1992; Surrey, 1991). An influential 
example of a theory that embodies these developments is the Kaleidoscope career model 
(KCM) (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005). This theory introduces three career parameters – challenge, 
authenticity and balance. Authenticity is defined as “…being true to oneself in the midst of the 
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constant interplay between personal development and work and non-work issues…” (Sullivan & 
Mainiero, 2007: 247). Balance is defined as “….making decisions so that the different aspects of 
one’s life, both work and non-work, form a coherent whole” (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007: 247). 
Challenge is defined as “engaging in activities that permit the individual to demonstrate 
responsibility, control and autonomy while learning and growing” (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007: 
247). These authors identify Alpha (challenge, authenticity then balance) and Beta (challenge, 
balance then authenticity) career patterns which capture how individuals’ careers are shaped 
dynamically through changing priorities in relation to these parameters over their life-course. 
Empirical work (Mainiero & Sullivan, 2005) suggests that the Beta pattern is more typical of 
women’s careers, but that this did not apply to all women. 
Very little is known about how well this new generation of career theories applies in non-
Western contexts, including China (Sullivan & Baruch, 2009). However, with their emphasis on 
context and relationships (important in China – see Enns, 1991; Rees, Luzzo, Gridley & Doyle, 
2007) and with their sensitivity to gender, they would seem to be well equipped to make sense 
of the opportunities of contemporary Chinese women managers to develop “Western” 
individual careers. On the other hand, the few studies reported in Western journals that have 
examined the careers of Chinese and other Asian women (and men) have emphasized the 
continuing impact of distinctive cultural contexts on careers (Adya, 2008; King & Bu, 2005; 
Pang, 2003). For example, Ng and Chakrabarty’s (2005) study of the careers of women 
managers in Hong Kong illustrates the distinctive interaction of patriarchal and collectivist 
values in Chinese society, and how these influences shape and constrain women’s responses to 
the barriers they face. The question arises as to whether the core concepts of Western career 
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theories (for example, the parameters in KCM) are directly transferable to the Chinese context. 
This is something we reflect on later in the paper in the light of our findings. 
Methodology 
Our review of the context of Chinese women’s careers identified two significant culture-specific 
factors that influence their prospects in the labor market. These are the system of gender 
relations, and the culture of collectivism. Our intention in this article is to investigate the 
interaction of gender relations and collectivism in order to develop an understanding of 
Chinese women managers’ career experiences and orientations, responses and decisions. We 
do so by analyzing the data from an interpretive study involving interviews with 20 Chinese 
women managers.  
Interpretive research designs aim to produce explanations of social phenomena through thick 
descriptions and an emic understanding of life experiences (Lukka & Modell, 2010), and thus 
lend themselves to exploring individuals’ career experiences. However, our approach to 
analysis and interpretation is not entirely presuppositionless, so we integrate a social 
constructivist epistemology and a moderate form of realist ontology, as suggested by Kakkuri-
Knuuttila, Lukka & Kuorikoski (2008). This approach has also been adopted by similar studies 
(Quesenberry, Trauth & Morgan, 2006). The advantage of this approach is that it provides a 
framework to explain Chinese women's career orientation and makes their experience visible. 
Our objectives were addressed using qualitative interviewing techniques (for previous examples 
of this method in career research see Marshall, 1995; Byrans & Mavin; 2003; Quesenberry, et 
al., 2006). Interviewing lends itself to an open-ended and flexible encounter allowing for the 
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exploration of subjective dimensions of career such as values and experiences (Gilligan, 1982). 
This method has been widely recognized as useful in cross-cultural research for its potential to 
overcome cultural differences (Ryen, 2003). First, it can provide access to a respondent’s 
cultural beliefs and personal value system. Second, it helps to enhance data quality by 
establishing trust and maintaining rapport.  
In the present study, interviews helped researchers obtain “authentic” understandings 
(Silverman, 1993) which are crucial in helping us to gain insight into Chinese women managers’ 
experiences and give “voice” to their stories (Gilligan, 1982). To encourage honest dialogue, we 
persuaded participants that telling their stories might inspire others in similar situations (Cole & 
Knowles, 2001), and we believe that this resulted in participants being open in their responses. 
Nevertheless, we are mindful that the emphasis on mianzi (face) in Chinese society may have 
encouraged some participants to cultivate responses to enhance their “femininity”, suppressing 
expressions of conflict or disharmony which are associated with shame or regret.  
Research access in China presents considerable challenges. Researchers are frequently forced 
to adapt their methods (see Tu et al., 2006) or draw conclusions from very small samples (see 
Ng & Chakrabarty, 2005). We used a snowball sample strategy (Berg, 2004) to recruit 
participants. Participants were approached via referrals from a co-author’s personal contacts 
and snowballed from that network. Although it is has well-documented limitations of 
homogeneity and non-representativeness (Patton, 1990), snowball sampling is arguably one of 
the methods best suited to the Chinese context where relationships are particularly significant 
(Yeung, 1995) as Chinese people tend not to respond well to strangers unless the “stranger” is 
referred by a trusted contact.  
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Twenty Chinese women who held senior and executive managerial positions (defined following 
Useem and Karabel, 1986) were interviewed over a 12 month period during 2006/7. The 
sample included one self-employed lawyer, who was technically outside the definition; 
however, as she faced similar career decisions to those of senior and executive managers and 
had responsibility for people and budgets, she was included. Although participants were not 
purposefully selected, the final sample represents a range of managerial and professional 
occupations, industrial sectors and geographical locations. These women were based 
predominantly in four major industrial cities: Beijing, Guangzhou, Nanjing and Chengdu, but the 
nature of their work meant frequent travel away from their home base. They ranged in age 
from 27 to 45 (Table 1). By background and education, they represent a typical sample of 
Chinese women. All twenty participants had bachelor’s degrees, and eight had master’s 
degrees. (All women obtained their bachelor degrees from Chinese universities. Seven women 
obtained their master’s degrees from overseas education institutes.) Three-quarters of the 
sample were married. Two of the sample had two children  (both women lived overseas for a 
long period and therefore were not restricted by the one child policy). Seven women were in 
their thirties to forties and remained childless. This might be considered unusual in the Chinese 
context where the average age for a female graduate to have her first child is 26.7 years (Olay 
White Paper of Chinese Females’ Health, 2006), the fertility rate is 1.55 per woman (CIA World 
Factbook, 2013), and 93 percent are married by their mid-thirties (United Nations, 2012). To 
protect their identity, the respondents have been given pseudonyms. 
 
INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 
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Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview schedule and undertaken in 
Chinese languages (Mandarin and Cantonese). Venues (workplace, participant’s home, or an 
agreed public place) were chosen by interviewees. Interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes 
to 1.5 hours. The schedule of the interviews was designed to enable the managers to reflect, in 
some depth, on how their work history had developed, how choices were made and how they 
prioritized their goals. The interview schedule covered career decisions, career changes, career 
goals, influences on career, family expectations, role conflict, whether or not career “success” 
had been achieved, and future expectations and plans for career development. It is likely that 
interviewees were uncomfortable addressing some of the topics, so often they were introduced 
in the context of addressing a different issue. Interviews were digitally recorded with the 
consent of the participants and transcribed into Chinese text.  
The process of analysis followed the steps suggested by Ritchie and Spencer (1994) for the 
analysis of qualitative data: familiarization with data; identifying a thematic framework; 
indexing or coding; charting, mapping and interpreting. Transcripts were translated by one of 
the team and imported into NVivo 7 for analysis. It was important that analysis was conducted 
in English to establish a close corresponding relationship between theory and data. We are 
aware that translation has the potential to distort data; nevertheless, we made the decision to 
make several enhancements to the presentation of the data in English. Firstly, we overcame 
dissimilarity in grammatical structure between English and Chinese by adjusting language 
tenses; secondly, we added gender pronouns to the translated data; and thirdly, to bridge the 
social-cultural differences between English and Chinese, a contextualized approach of 
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translation (Xian, 2008) was taken. Translation of idioms, figures of speech and analogies 
prioritized “contextual” rather than “verbal” consistency. Although there is a risk of biasing the 
data through translation, the translator is crucial in constructing cross-cultural knowledge (Xian, 
2008). 
Data analysis 
Initially, transcripts were read by the Chinese-speaking researcher to become familiar with the 
data and identify themes from the literature that would guide structured analysis in the next 
stage. A number of themes emerged. One theme concerned gender role identity, and seven 
themes were associated with “management” and “career”: for example, critical influences on 
career, measures of career success, managerial skills, and route to management. Each theme 
was subdivided into “nodes” according to their fit with the data and our emerging theoretical 
priorities; for example, “critical influences on career” contained the nodes: individual; marriage 
and motherhood; family and society. Nodes were derived from a collective/individualistic 
framework devised by Ho and Chiu (1994: 139–141). Gender role identity was subdivided into 
yin and yang nodes informed by Taoist Yin (feminine) characteristics: for example, being 
reactive; gentle and careful; lowly; lacking initiative; servile; obedient; obligated; and yielding, 
contrasting with Yang characteristics of proactivity, passion, and aggressiveness. (Other Taoist 
Yin characteristics include being less intelligent (than men), receptive and passive, centripetal, 
contractive, inward-moving, downward-moving, yielding, softer, more peaceful, more relaxed, 
less focused. We also looked for feminine characteristics associated with Confucian 
philosophies, e.g. being lowly, loyal, obedient, supportive and ignorant.)  
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We indexed transcripts according to the framework described above, identifying a total of 37 
nodes. To build our theoretical dimension, we cross-referenced quotes that highlighted 
collectivist/individualist concerns with those that demonstrated conformance to/rejection of 
“feminine” characteristics and selected these dualities for interpretation. We mapped selected 
quotes to give us an overview of the general distribution of the data. Finally, we scoped the 
quotation profile of each interviewee to capture their orientation on the analytical dimensions. 
To determine 'orientation' we were concerned not only with the frequency and size of 
quotations, but also their perceived importance and emphasis. 
Findings 
We proposed that the career orientations of Chinese women managers might be substantially 
influenced by both collective social pressures and Yin values. Our findings support this. Of the 
236 illustrative quotes in our dataset, 53 percent were classified as supporting this precept. Our 
quotes demonstrate little or no evidence among the respondents of conflict in assuming a role 
which is both supportive of men and at the same time distinctively Yin. We start our analysis 
with quotes concerning critical career decisions that were influenced by the priorities of others. 
For example, Han Hong described the sacrifice of her career in favor of her husband’s: 
When I was in the university, we [Han Hong and her husband] talked about going to Shenzhen … So 
in 1996, after graduation, we went there. I had a lot of trouble finding a job. I knew nothing, and 
nobody told me what to do. I took whatever was available. My husband’s job was more important. 
Han Hong 
Similarly, Li Hua and Dai Ni recognized their perceived obligations to their families, and Wang 
Qian provides an example of the importance of obligation to her husband’s family: 
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When I was in Shanghai, one day I called my parents. They told me one of my uncles died lonely in 
the hospital. His son was working in another city, and didn’t manage to stay with him while he was 
ill. After that [telephone conversation], I felt I must stay with my parents. I gave up a few good 
opportunities and returned to my parents. I believed that was something I must do. Li Hua  
After I finished education, initially I wanted to work for an international IT firm so that I could 
continue my career on the same path. But my parents disagreed. They hoped I could work in our 
family’s business. They said my father was getting old and his health was in poor condition. They 
needed someone to hold the flag. I had no choice but to join. The other job may be more 
interesting, but I couldn’t let the family business perish. Dai Ni 
In 2000, we (Wang Qian and her husband) moved to Sichuang. The reason was that his parents 
were getting old and we want to be close to them and look after them … Both of us wanted to 
do a MBA, but financially it would be a huge burden …. I had to find a new job in the local job 
market. Wang Qian 
This perception of obligation in some cases extended to being a thoughtful contributing 
member of society:  
In the future, I think I will do more charity work … I don’t think we should be satisfied just 
because we have a good life. I want people around me to have a good life too. Helping other 
people is a very happy thing. Zhao Ming 
Another indicator of collectivist values (Ho & Chiu, 1994) is the manner in which a successful 
career has developed, particularly the extent to which it takes account of the priorities of other 
members of the organization, family or wider society. The following women demonstrate that 
they achieved success through being uncompetitive (Cai Qin), supportive of others (Li Hua) and 
subservient (Liang Yun): 
I don’t like competing with other people. It is too stressful. It is not part of my personality. I 
think if I just do my job properly. I will get my chance … Besides, if you always want to fight 
others, you need to plan a lot. Life would be very hard. Cai Qin (1) 
I look after my subordinates. I taught them how to do their job. I gave them my experiences. I 
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advised them to read certain books. When there is a chance for promotion, the company also 
consider the person I recommended. Li Hua 
Women are normally less ambitious ... No matter how ambitious a woman is, it is less likely 
that she wants to overtake the [male] leader. But, if a woman is competent and loyal, she 
should have no problem of having a good career as a manager [like me]. Liang Yun 
Our respondents’ concepts of career success are also indicative of a collective orientation (Ho & 
Chiu, 1994). Reacting against the portrayal of women who exercise public power as “iron 
women” or “lacking femininity” (Cooke, 2003), quotations from Yin-conforming collectivists 
demonstrate that success is not defined as advancement, more money or being a leader 
because of the association of these characteristics with self-promotion, ambition and 
masculinity. Qian Hui, for example, desires approval from everyone in her organization in 
measuring her success. She seeks recognition for her loyalty and supportiveness: 
Success for me is to gain recognition from the entire company, including people from all levels. 
It is not easy at all. You have to gain respect from the employees, line managers, and top 
management … I feel I have good relationships with my employees. They can talk to me about 
anything … People trust me. Qian Hui 
Similarly, Wang Xia and Liu Ying reference others when assessing their success. They are both 
modest and wish to be judged by social, not internally-held norms: 
I don’t consider myself successful. If I was asked to give marks to my life, so far I would give 
myself 50 out of 100 marks. I think my life till now was for investing and accumulating 
experiences, not for harvest. I never thought about whether I am successful or not. I just feel 
ethically, I am a good girl. But I am not a successful person, not even remotely. Wang Xia 
I never thought I am successful. I don’t know how to define success. Should we measure 
success in terms of financial achievement or are there other ways? I don’t know … I don’t think 
I am pursuing career success. I am only doing my job. I am happy and I make my contribution 
to this society. People need me. For me, that is enough. Liu Ying  
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In another affirmation of collectivism, interviewees saw their route to management as 
unplanned and reactive. For example, Zhao Ming said: 
Your [career] opportunity will find you, when you are ready. Zhoa Ming 
The route to management was also consistent with a feminine set of managerial skills (Ho & 
Chiu, 1994): 
Men don’t disregard us because we are women. Rather, they appreciate us because we often 
offer a different opinion. Su Chang  
Retail marketing is all about small things. As a manager, you have to take care of everything, 
however small it is … Men are normally impatient. This job is more suitable for female. We like 
taking care of things. Cai Qin(2) 
Although the majority of the quotes in our sample can be characterized as reflecting Yin and 
collective values, some provided evidence of deviation from either or both of these. A limited 
proportion of quotations (13 percent) gave an account that illustrates the desire to conform to 
gendered role expectations (Yin-like) and “fit in”, but also showed the influence of individualist 
discourses and an independent orientation toward career. As the quotations below 
demonstrate, these interviewees described their journey to a successful career in terms that 
prioritized their individuality, planning their careers and lives with reference to self-defined 
measures of success (Ho & Chiu, 1994). However, as can be seen from the quotes, having an 
individualist orientation whilst still trying to “fit” a traditional gendered role is associated with 
some discomfort; Liang Yun and Mei Ling, for example, felt the need to explain or justify their 
stance even though they were not pushed to do so. However, they did so in a way that 
emphasized their conformance to Yin characteristics: 
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Success is some kind of self-recognition. It’s not about whether people think you are successful 
or not. For example, a woman can believe she is successful because she raised her two children 
by working as a cleaner. It doesn’t matter what other people think about her. As long as she 
believes in herself, then she is a successful person. Mei Ling 
I might be gentle, but actually I am a very independent person. I will listen to other people’s 
opinions. But in the end, I always made my own decision. Liang Yun 
Those work-family statements that explored the need to balance individual career ambition 
whilst being mindful of gendered roles, without obvious conflict, are included below. Zhang Xin, 
who is married with one child, states: 
I don’t think there is any problem balancing my career and family life. It depends on your life 
attitude. … I did everything for myself. Many people always said they are busy. But for me, that 
was an excuse. No matter how busy I was, I could always find some time. Zhang Xin 
And Wang Qian is making plans for her pregnancy: 
My company cares about its employees. For example, when I get pregnant, they will handle it in a 
very human way. They would allow me to have maternity leave. It's nothing like some other 
companies who would dismiss a female employee when they know she is pregnant. Wang Qian 
Interpersonal, work-family and identity conflicts were a recurring theme within the 9 percent of 
our quotations that portrayed a desire to embrace collective goals but adopt a Yang-like 
approach to gender expectations. Xiao Ai and Wang Xia support collective goals but appear 
aggressive and resentful of their assumed role in this social order. Their stories demonstrate 
limited, if any, compatibility between collective values and career ambitions: 
I gave up my own career development for my daughter’s future. Now everything is about her … 
My husband? What should I say? Had I received more support from him, I didn’t need to give up 
my last job. I didn’t want to. He has this stupid attitude about family: he wants to distance himself 
from domestic duties. I can’t say he doesn’t care, but he wants to be involved as little as possible. 
He never participated in any of our daughter’s activities at school. He doesn’t even know our 
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daughter should wear different clothes in different seasons. He made dinner for her when I was 
not home. But that is it! He never did more than that. Xiao Ai 
My mother-in-law came to stay with us last year. She hinted to me a few times that I can’t delay 
this [starting a family] anymore. She said all her friends have grandchildren already. I know she 
also talked to my husband about it in private … Now, even my husband kept telling me this … 
Finally, I gave up. My company wanted to send me to work in Europe for 2 years, so that I could 
have more international experiences. I was very tempted, but I turned it down. I won’t go 
anywhere until this is done. To be honest, it’s a bit annoying. Wang Xia 
Similarly, Jiang Shu, the oldest unmarried interviewee in our sample, doesn’t question the 
dominant social order but is frustrated that she can’t be part of it:  
If a man married a woman, he would hope she could stay home with him every day. She could 
cook for him or take care of him at home. But for me, it wouldn’t be possible to cook dinner for my 
husband every day. [...]  I always have to work overtime or to see my clients in the evenings. [. .] I 
have to do my best at work but can’t be a woman in the traditional sense: going out in the 
morning to buy fresh food and cooking dinner in the evening at home. That is not my life. Jiang 
Shu 
The final and second largest collection of comments (25 percent) in our data set demonstrated 
the rejection of both sets of traditional values, gendered and collective. These quotations are 
illustrative of a planned and individualistic approach to career which is combined with Yang-
style self-will and ambition. The majority of statements were made by women who are 
childless. Han Hong is an exception. Her child is looked after in Wuhan by his grandparents. She 
feels her family has been torn apart because neither she nor her husband would sacrifice their 
careers for the other. For her, family life and career are incompatible, and she is ready to 
continue alone if necessary. 
At the time [after university education], I was stupid. The only thing I wanted was to get married … 
Maybe I wouldn’t be the best wife in the world, but I thought I must marry a man, like all other 
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women. Now, I have a job and a different understanding … We can’t find a solution. He won’t 
sacrifice his career and come to Beijing. Neither would I leave my job here and go to Guangzhou. 
We both have our own careers. We could divorce or just leave things like this. We chose to 
maintain our marriage because of our son. Of course, we still have feelings for each other, and we 
are very good friends … If my husband and I divorce eventually, I don’t think I will marry another 
man in the near future. I love my career and achievement so much. There are not many men who 
can tolerate me. Han Hong  
Jiang Shu has made similar sacrifices. She is unmarried and childless after rejecting a traditional 
path and planning her career on her own terms. Speculating about possible husbands, she says: 
My experience at work also [made them felt under pressure]. I had more experience than most people 
of my age or even people older than me … I didn’t pay as much attention to them as I should. But really I 
don’t want to make myself a family woman, those women staying at home every day and sacrificing 
everything for their men. This is not within my values. Had I met a really nice man, I wouldn’t refuse. It is 
not necessary to stay single. But in my company, it is not possible for me to leave at 6pm. I have not 
seen any daylight for a very long period of time … I’ve never thought myself as a housewife: staying at 
home every day and sacrificing my life for a man. This is not within my values. I’d always like working. 
It’s more interesting and more rewarding. Jiang Shu 
Chen Qing is also childless and, although not entirely happy, is determined to be true to her 
own career plans: 
Compared with other people, I feel I have a stronger desire to succeed. I am very demanding. I 
always want more. I want to be successful. I feel unsatisfied about what I have. Why? I think I am 
“ambitious”. It sounds negative. People normally tend not to use this word. Chen Qing 
This is not easy in the face of considerable pressure from others in society to conform, as 
articulated here by Zhang Xin and Zhao Ming: 
I loved medical science and worked hard to be a doctor. But … people questioned my ability. I felt 
so frustrated every day. At the end, I even questioned whether being a doctor is the right choice 
for me. Zhang Xin 
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I know a few women managers. They are excellent at work, but they spend very little time in 
domestic work, or their husbands share a lot of domestic labour. People think they are not normal. 
They praise the husband but blame the wife … I think China is still a very traditional country. I feel 
the whole society doesn’t give enough space for women to develop, and the inherited culture is 
still limiting women’s development. Zhao Ming 
Synthesis of Findings: A Taxonomy of Career Orientations  
The analysis above draws out the interplay of Chinese “feminine” and collectivist dimensions in 
framing Chinese women’s career orientations. As signaled above, some quotes reflect an 
acceptance of both feminine and collective values, others a rejection of both, and some an 
acceptance of one but not the other. Accordingly, we identify four “typical” orientations that 
reflect the interaction of these dimensions and we now represent these as four quadrants of a 
matrix of individualism/collectivism and adoption/rejection of feminine characteristics (Figure 
1). Quadrants are each indicative of an orientation and are labeled for ease of reference. In 
doing this we offer a taxonomy of Chinese women’s career orientations and a theoretical 
framework that underpins them. In the section below we explain each of the orientations and 
demonstrate how experience of women managers in China can be interpreted in relation to 
them.  
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
The majority Conformist orientation embodies both traditional collectivist values and Yin 
characteristics. By attributing their managerial success to other people, circumstance or fate 
(see quotes above from Cai Qin (1), Wang Xia and Liu Ying), Conformists emphasize collective 
actualization and modesty. In their assessment of their success, they played down agency – by 
choosing not to behave in the manner of a person who has the power to act – so as to preserve 
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femininity (Eagly et al., 2000). When analyzing both their managerial skills and their routes to 
management, they aligned themselves with other female managers (see quotes from Liang Yun, 
Cai Qin (2) and Su Chang) and dismissed ambition and individual success, demonstrating 
uniformity, community, and harmony (Ho & Chiu, 1994).  
A Soloist orientation rejects collectivist values but accepts feminine Yin characteristics. Soloists 
demonstrate individuality through their self-referencing measures of success, independence 
and desire to realize their individual potential (Kim, Triandis, Kagiyvhibsdi, Choi & Yoon, 1994) 
(see quotes from Mei Ling, Zhang Xin and Liang Yun). At the same time, however, quotations 
illustrate women who were bound by the dominant gendered social order and valued typical 
“women’s work” (see quote from Mei Ling). They sought to fit their careers around their family 
(Zhang Xin, Wang Qian) and, in a manner reminiscent of many “communal” Western women 
managers, reflected on the challenges that this posed (see Lo, 2003). 
A Dissident orientation accepts collectivist values but rejects the requirement to adopt feminine 
Yin characteristics to support collective priorities. A Dissident questions assumptions of the 
gendered role in the social order, and demonstrates suppressed ambition and drive (see quotes 
from Xiao Ai, Jiang Shu and Wang Xia). As our analysis demonstrates, dissention is unpopular 
(only 9 percent of quotations illustrate this orientation), frustrating, and confusing in a setting 
where the two sets of values are so strongly bound. 
A Revolutionary orientation rejects both collectivist values and the requirements of the 
feminine Yin role. Revolutionaries take planned and individualistic approaches to their careers 
(see quotes from Chen Qing, Jiang Shu and Han Hong). They dismiss conformance in others (see 
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quotes from Han Hong and Zhao Ming) and suggest that business and society need to break 
down existing understandings of gendered/collective roles. Personal assertions, e.g. “I feel” 
(Mei Ling), “I know” (Zhao Ming), “I have” and “I want “(Chen Qing) and “I loved” (Zhang Xin 
and Han Hong) indicate a strong sense of self-identity and individual agency. Diametrically 
opposed to the Conformists, women managers with a Revolutionary orientation may represent 
a new cadre of Chinese female managers. By dismissing both gendered and collectivist norms, 
they avoid the identity and role confusion apparent in Soloist and Dissident orientations. It is 
likely to be an orientation conducive to career progression, but the impacts on these women’s 
personal and family lives are less certain. 
Our final step in this analysis was to revisit the profile of each interviewee to capture their most 
distinctive orientation. Judgments of ‘distinctiveness’ were made holistically for each 
interviewee according to the volume and length of their quotations, the resonance of their 
examples and the researchers' perception of their emphasis, particularly in relation to the 
extent to which their views departed (or not) from the most frequently expressed “conformist” 
view. Interviewees were frequently judged to have more than one orientation, for example, 
when one was numerically dominant and another articulated with emphasis. Outcomes are 
given in table 2. For ease of reference, the interviewees’ personal characteristics are also 
reproduced.  
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE  
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The size of the sample limits our potential to cross-reference orientations with shared features 
(seniority, age, marital status, number of children or any other variable). It is likely that 
orientations emerge from experiences that are not captured in our variable table.   
In identifying and interpreting the career orientations and experiences of Chinese women 
managers, and developing the taxonomy, we have been able to meet the first two aims of the 
paper. However, the taxonomy raises some points for discussion, and has implications for 
theory, future research and management practice, as we discuss below.  
Discussion 
Career Orientations of Chinese Women – Issues Arising from the Taxonomy 
The first point for discussion is the variety in the career orientations that our analysis captures. 
Women’s espoused career orientations are likely to reflect the opportunities that are available 
to them and the prevailing social structures and cultural values that frame and constrain these. 
Consequently, the variation in orientations, particularly the “non-conformist” varieties, needs 
to be considered in the light of the social and economic changes in contemporary China (Cook 
& Dong, 2011; Cooke, 2010).  
The changing structure of ownership and inward foreign investment (Berik et al., 2007; Cook & 
Dong, 2011) has opened up opportunities for women managers, while the legacy of state-
sponsored equality still legitimizes women’s full time commitment to a career. Both create 
space for Revolutionary orientations to develop. However, what is also required for their 
existence is a relaxation of the grip of collective and patriarchal norms and values. All three of 
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our non-conformist orientations represent a diminishing of the influence of one or both of the 
elements of the traditional value systems that have historically constrained and subordinated 
women in public life in China.  
On the other hand, women’s career orientations are only indicative of emancipatory change to 
the extent that they can be realized. All our respondents had “made it” into management 
positions, but they were, nonetheless, acutely aware of the barriers that they faced. Evidence 
points consistently to a diminution of the structural support for women’s progression during 
the market transition (Cooke, 2010; Lupton and Woodhams, 2006) and the detrimental impact 
on women of economic re-structuring (Berik et al., 2007; Cook & Dong, 2011). 
Whilst the taxonomy reflects the variety in orientations, the dominance of the Conformist 
orientation remains striking. This indicates that traditional gendered and collectivist values still 
hold a strong grip on attitudes to women’s careers, not least amongst women themselves. Ng 
and Charkrabarty (2005) have shown how Chinese women’s acceptance of gender roles and 
their expression in the public and private spheres influences the way they confront and 
negotiate barriers to their career advancement. The strategy is one of personal accommodation 
and compromise and not one which challenges the wider gender order – with detrimental 
effects on their progression. Our analysis suggests that the Conformist orientation prevails in 
China, and may continue to do so if, as some authors have suggested, traditional values renew 
their influence as “state rhetoric” and support for gender equality diminish (Cook & Dong, 
2011). 
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Our final point here relates to the dominance of “concordant” orientations (i.e. those that 
accept or reject both collectivist and gender values) over “discordant” ones (i.e. those that 
accept collectivist values or gender values, but not both). This is testament to the extent to 
which notions of the collective good – often defined in terms of the patriarchal family – and of 
prescribed male and female roles are intertwined in Chinese society. The small proportion of 
quotations classed as Revolutionary (25 percent) illustrates that some women are able to break 
free from this, while the majority approach their careers from within the confines of this 
gendered collectivism. However, the fact that our Soloist and Dissident categories are 
populated with quotes (22 percent in total) is indicative of the need to conceive of these as 
distinct (though linked) dimensions. The stories that are indicative of a Soloist orientation 
resonate with those of many Western women, independent in attitudes and values but, to 
varying degrees, constrained by and resigned to the need to conform to society’s expectations 
of a woman. The quotes that are indicative of a Dissident orientation reject traditional feminine 
values and expectations, but accept the interviewee’s assigned role, and define their success in 
terms of collective values – an orientation that, as we argue below, does not have direct 
parallels with the experience of Western women. Both of these discordant orientations exhibit 
a tension which is difficult to resolve, as is reflected in the quotes. While for the concordant 
orientations this is externalized through subordination to, or pushing against, the “system”, the 
discordant orientations in a sense push against themselves – resulting in internal conflict and 
personal cost.  
Issues Arising for Career Theory  
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Our third aim was to reflect on the applicability of Western approaches to theorizing careers, 
responding to a call to consider their applicability in non-Western cultures (Sullivan & Baruch, 
2009). For reasons of focus we limit the discussion to an exemplar of contemporary Western 
career theory – the Kaleidoscope career model (KCM) (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007), as 
introduced earlier. KCM is a dynamic theory, and our cross-sectional data limit what we can say 
about how well it captures the development of careers of Chinese women. However, our 
conclusions offer some insights into the transferability of underpinning concepts in KCM – the 
three parameters of authenticity, balance and challenge (see Western Career Theory and its 
Applicability to Chinese Women Managers, above).  
The similarities between the comments of our respondents and those in Western studies which 
have examined KCM empirically (Cabrera, 2007; Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007) suggest that these 
parameters have some traction. Challenge is well represented in the quotes from women with 
Soloist and Revolutionary orientations. This notion of career as a journey of individual 
achievement and development is clearly present in collectivist China, although it is not the 
dominant orientation amongst our sample. For women with Conformist and Dissident 
orientations, challenge is conceived rather differently. For them, success through work, whilst 
not a subordinate goal, is not understood in terms of individual advancement, but through a 
sense of contribution to the collective good and the creation of harmonious relationships. 
Western respondents in both Sullivan and Mainiero’s (2007: 247) and Cabrera’s (2007: 229) 
studies speak of the desire to move beyond the pursuit of power and personal success, and to 
contribute to a wider good. However, the language there is one of personal growth and 
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responding to an individual sense of responsibility, captured by KCM’s definition of authenticity 
– “… being true to oneself …” (Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007: 247). In contrast, authenticity, in the 
sense given by the Chinese respondents, does not arise from an idea of an individual finding 
herself, but from a very different notion of subordinating oneself and one’s self-development to 
the collective interest. 
The position with balance is also nuanced. There is clear evidence that the KCM concept of 
balance resonates with the experience of Chinese women managers, at least as far as “non-
work” relates to child/elder care. The familiar discourses of Western women balancing the 
conflict of career and family are evident in our data, particularly among women with Soloist 
orientations. However, our respondents with collectivist orientations (i.e. Dissidents and 
Conformists) spoke differently about this. While not suggesting that Western women are 
completely unconstrained in this sense, for these women, decisions about their careers are 
often not theirs to take, but are made for them in the collective interest (often that of their 
husbands’ families) to which their individual interests are subordinate. The balance to be 
achieved is one between the interests of the collective enterprise of the extended family, not 
between individual priorities. For many of our respondents, their individual work-life balance 
was not a driver of their career decisions. It is true that the idea of a “coherent whole” in the 
KCM definition of balance chimes well with Chinese notions of harmony and conflict avoidance, 
but it is an important point that for many of our respondents, it is not an individual “whole” 
that is being conceptualized, but a collective one. 
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Our findings suggest that the KCM parameters connect well with the experiences of some 
Chinese women, and this is likely to become more apparent as China’s reforms develop. 
However, the parameters, as they stand, do not fully capture the character of the experience of 
many Chinese women in our study in the way that they have been shown to do for Western 
women. KCM represents an important advance on earlier career theories in that it gives proper 
place to individuals’ relations with others in understanding their career decisions and 
trajectories. However, the concepts underpinning it remain individualist and can be strained 
when set in a collectivist context. 
Limitations  
Our research conclusions are limited by two factors inherent in our research design, and one 
related to the research setting. Firstly, the generalizability and representativeness of the 
findings are restricted by our small and referral-derived sample. Secondly, our study represents 
a snapshot, and so cannot say anything directly about changing orientations. Finally, our access 
to in-depth data on personal topics such as discrimination, sexual harassment, domestic 
arrangements and the level of spousal support enjoyed by each of our interviewees was limited 
by interview time and interviewee discomfort with the subjects. 
An Agenda for Future Research 
We suggest that our findings will stimulate research around two main themes: an 
understanding of the careers of women in China, and the development of career theory in the 
Chinese context. On the first issue, we anticipate that the taxonomy will be a useful tool for 
future researchers in understanding and interpreting the careers of Chinese women. Empirical 
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work with a larger sample could provide a stronger indication of the relative prevalence of the 
different career orientations amongst women in China. This could investigate differences in 
women’s career orientations in different sectors of the economy (e.g. state-owned; foreign-
owned; rural/urban), and explore the applicability of the taxonomy among women outside the 
professional and managerial classes. Research could explore, in more detail than we have been 
able to here, how career orientations are related to women’s life histories, and examine how 
the career priorities of Chinese women change over their life courses. The taxonomy is 
potentially a useful vehicle for tracking changes in women’s careers as economic and social 
reforms in China progress. One might hypothesize a move away from Conformist orientations 
towards others in the matrix, and longitudinal research could capture this and explore the 
implications. 
In relation to the second theme, our discussion of the applicability of Western career theory 
suggests a number of avenues for further research. We identified some issues with the 
transferability of KCM parameters, and there is scope for research with the primary objective of 
applying KCM in the Chinese context, with a view to testing its transferability directly and 
identifying refinements or adaptations. Researchers could also explore whether Alpha/Beta 
career patterns (Cabrera, 2007; Sullivan & Mainiero, 2007) are identifiable in the life courses of 
Chinese women (and men). The dimensions used in this study – yin/yang and 
individualism/collectivism – offer an alternative framework for analysis, and there is an 
opportunity for future researchers to explore how this could be incorporated into existing 
Western theories or developed in its own right. 
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Implications for Practice  
We are now in a position to understand how successful Chinese women managers make sense 
of their careers. This gives us a fresh perspective on women’s career development and 
management practice in the context of highly gendered and collectivist cultures. We offer the 
following reflections and suggestions.  
Globally, the extent to which organizations engage in career management is diminishing as the 
onus of responsibility is passed to the individual (Donnelly, 2009; Hess, Jepsen & Dries, 2012). 
These trends find expression in China also (Cooke, 2010), where the demise of the planned 
economy has led to more people taking responsibility for career planning (Alas & Rees, 2005; 
Nagy, 2005). The thrust of this approach is individualist. People are presented with a structured 
system of career development opportunities, and the assumption is that they will succeed (or 
not) in taking advantage on them on the basis of their individual merit, ambition and desire to 
compete. As noted earlier, this individualism has a close association with “male” values. 
Our findings suggest that both of these contextual developments have implications for career 
structures that will marginalize or exclude many Chinese women. Women with Revolutionary 
orientations are most likely to prosper in this environment; they view career as the realization 
of individual potential, and have the autonomy to deploy competitive strategies to achieve this. 
Soloists may succeed if they can overcome perceived challenges to their feminine values. The 
implementation of work-life balance policies and practices such as flexible hours of work (Xiao 
& Cooke, 2012) will help Soloists pursue their individual plans without compromising their 
gender role conformity. Further, mentoring, particularly female-to-female mentoring, has been 
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identified as a significant contributor to cultural change, the development of Guanxi (Nolan, 
2010) and the career advancement of women (Fowler, Gudmundsson & O’Gorman, 2007; 
Mattis, 2001). It is best suited to those who are prepared and able to exploit individual social 
capital and therefore most helpful to those with either a Soloist or Revolutionary orientation. 
The concern is that those women with primarily Conformist or Dissident orientations will not be 
able or willing to thrive in this environment, to their detriment and that of organizations 
seeking to overcome a talent shortage in China (Farrell & Grant, 2005). As we explain below, 
rather than challenge these orientations, career development interventions aimed at these 
women should focus on enhancement of their skills, and on removing gendered assumptions 
among senior managers who have influence over their careers.  
To achieve skills enhancement that appeals to collectivist values, we suggest incorporating 
methods of development which draw on collective learning techniques and collaborative 
methods such as appreciative inquiry, team coaching and action learning (Rodgers, Fearson, 
Gold & Holden, 2003). Similarly, learning through discussion rather than argumentative debate 
has been seen to be beneficial to some women managers in the West (Goldberger, Clinchy, 
Belenky & Tarule, 1987; Tannen, 1991). Our analysis suggests that this is likely to cater to the 
learning preferences of Chinese women managers with a Conformist or Soloist orientation. 
Additionally, women-only skills development groups (Lewis & Fagenson, 1995) could be 
particularly appealing to Chinese women with a Conformist orientation. Similarly, the 
development of communities of practice, where leadership is in the hands of the group, can 
provide a long-term method that is collective, informal and unstructured (Rodgers, Fearson, 
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Gold, & Holden, 2003). This may be particularly appropriate for women with Conformist or 
Dissident orientations.  
Conclusion  
This paper has contributed to an understanding of the careers of women managers in China. 
The findings have highlighted, for the first time, the diversity of orientations of Chinese women 
towards their careers. We offer an original conceptual framework for interpreting these 
differences that provides a means of analyzing the culture-specific factors that underpin this 
diversity, in particular the complex and culturally distinctive interaction between gender role 
identity and collectivism.  The study is also a response to calls to test applicability Western 
career models in non- Western countries (Tu et al, 2006; Sullivan and Mainiero, 2007; Sullivan 
and Baruch, 2009) – and is the first to consider KCM in China. For researchers, this analysis 
provides a foundation for developing Western career theory to extend its applicability to the 
Chinese context; for senior managers and policy makers, it offers direction for the design of 
management and career development practices in China. 
In addition, this article has made a contribution of a different kind. The voices of Chinese 
women in general, still less women managers, are seldom heard in Western business literature. 
This article has taken a small step to rectify that situation. The result will be a better 
understanding of their attitudes, experiences and needs among those who rely on their talents 
and shape their careers.  
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